With that in mind, the Dillard University-Harvard's Hutchins Center International BAM Conference on the Black Arts Movement commenced on Friday, September 9, 2016, with a celebration of music, dance and African rituals. The New Orleans Black Indians began the conference with the prayer chant, Indian Red that has Native American and African roots. Big Chief Clarence A. Dalcour led the tribe of Creole Osceola Mardi Gras Indians.
An African Ritual Invocation with iconic Louisiana spiritual leaders was performed by Luisah Teish, Nana Sula, Charlotte "Mama C" O'Neal, a revered former Black Panther, and awardwinning musician Avotcja playing percussions. I was deeply influenced by people like Amiri Baraka and the global struggle they fought for decades. I owe all of these women and men everything for paving the way for me. Amiri died much too soon but his writings, teachings,and words of wisdom continue to inspire us today. As we celebrate his life we must also celebrate so many like him, including President Nelson Mandela, Dr.Martin Luther King Jr, Fanny Lou Hamer, Queen Mother Audley Moore, Rosa Parks and so many others who opened doors for us to pass through during critical times in our lives.
If we firmly believe in the mandate of each one teach one, then the legacy of Amiri Baraka will continue. Dwayne D. Conrad, artist statement:
The use of art has always been a catapult for change. It stimulates discourse of new ideas and can remind us of a time laid to rest. We will never know the full extent of human cruelty experienced during nearly 300 years of slavery in these United States. However, we endured the atrocities and the hateful slander that led to even more dreadful acts. Through it all, we have lived, learned, and prospered against all odds. Today there is greater hope for our children to see a better future. We must move forward with our eyes wide open because to know one's past is an essential part of the arsenal in the fight for one's future. In addition to advocating political engagement and independent publishing, the Black Arts Movement was innovative in its use of language." The Movement grew from a profound need to reconcile the political and social injustices of the times, and language became a form of expressing the discontent with the status quo that marked the lives of people of color during this time period. As we commemorate the 51st year of the Black Arts Movement, we find that recent racial injustices have made the movement more relevant than ever. The current U.S. political climate is just as rife with turmoil as in the late 60s. This historic meeting of academics and arts professionals will continue the much-needed conversation and call-to-action as African Americans seek understanding and justice in the midst of social and political chaos.
Being entrusted with the responsibility of selecting a fitting visual image that would represent the conference proved to be a challenge. It was a challenge because we needed to find an image that would illicit an honest discourse surrounding the past and its impact upon the psyche of the African American. At the same time, it was deemed important to illustrate beauty and resilience. After finding an interesting vintage reference image, I sought out an artist who had the heightened consciousness to address the subject matter. Dwayne Conrad, a gifted fine artist from New Orleans, was contacted. The vision was shared and the image, Never Forget, was conceived. The viewer of the painting Never Forget is met with an oak tree-lined road leading to a Southern plantation. Two enslaved little girls stand at the wrought iron gate.
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These "spirit" children represent the atrocities our people have suffered behind that proverbial gate. The anguish in their faces pleads with us to never forget the sacrifices they endured to afford our generation the opportunity to "chase butterflies with reckless abandon." It is not until one accepts and makes peace with the past, that one can confidently live in the present and move, with strength, on to the future.
Ultimately, freedom must be safe guarded and never taken for granted. Bernadette Gildspinel (2016) La Belle Galerie, New Orleans
